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Xavier University 
PHIL 290 - 11: Theory of Knowledge 
Fall Semester, 2014 
 
Instructor:  Dr. Aaron Szymkowiak 
  E-Mail: szymkowiak@xavier.edu  
  Office: 222 Hinkle 
  Office Hours: TR 11:15-12:45, W 9:00 a.m. -- Noon 
Class room:  Hailstones 3 
Time:  TR 1:00 – 2:15  
 
Required Texts 
 
Plato, Five Dialogues (Grube, trans. Hackett edition) 
Aristotle, Physics (Waterfield, trans. Oxford World Classics edition) 
Descartes, Discourse on Method and Meditations (Cress, trans. Hackett edition) 
Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (Beauchamp, ed. Oxford edition) 
Kant, Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics (Ellington, trans. Hackett edition) 
 
 
Course Description 
 
 Theory of Knowledge will involve the central questions associated with science, religion, 
and metaphysics: What counts as knowledge, and how do we best seek it? What is nature, and in 
what degree are we a part of it? Is knowledge fundamentally a matter of certainty or probability? 
What is chance? Does nature follow laws? Does our manner of investigating nature change the 
kinds of answers we should expect?  
 We will approach these questions by placing special emphasis on contrasts between 
classical and modern views on truth. The centerpiece of the course will be the Cartesian 
revolution placing method and certainty at the core of discussions about knowledge. This will 
culminate in questions about the social and moral implications of adopting different conceptions 
of knowledge. 
 
Attendance, Participation, Assessment, and Readings 
 
 There will be two exams during the semester, one a mid-term, and the other a final. Each 
of these will consist of a few short essay questions and will count for 25% of the total grade. 
There will be two essays written outside of class, each totaling 5-6 pages in length. These will 
each be worth 20% of the total grade. The remaining 10% will be determined by class 
attendance, participation, and possibly a few short in-class quizzes. Each student will be 
permitted a maximum of two unexcused absences without penalty. Any student missing 10 or 
more class sessions automatically fails the course. Exams taken late will always involve a 
grade penalty, barring severe circumstances (grave family or medical emergencies).  A student 
must take both exams and turn in both essay assignments to pass the course. 
 
Plagiarism of any kind will not be tolerated, and per Xavier’s official policy, will be met 
with a FAILING GRADE for the assignment and perhaps even the course. On this point, I 
highly recommend that students take the Xavier Library tutorial and accompanying quiz on 
plagiarism.  Should any questions remain on plagiarism, either in the abstract or in the particular 
(that is, if one is not sure about an assignment one is about to turn in), please see the instructor. 
You will not have a second warning. 
 
The following standards have been adopted for grading in the department of philosophy: 
 
A= work that not merely fully and accurately reproduces class discussion, the main thread in an 
argument or the main philosophical significance of a text under discussion, but which goes beyond 
these and indicates a contribution of the student, giving evidence of a deeper understanding of the 
material in question. 
 
B=work that shows a more or less complete and exact understanding of the issues, texts, and/or 
arguments as explained in class, clearly and logically formulated without going beyond such 
explanations. 
 
C=work that shows basic understanding of the material but with errors, omissions and confusions 
of either a formal or material nature. 
 
D=work that shows a minimal acquaintance with the material or serious logical and conceptual 
flaws in formulating responses to the question raised, the argument at issue, or to the philosophical 
text under discussion. 
 
F=work that shows inadequate acquaintance with texts, issues, or ideas with little or no valid 
logical argumentation; or, the work is a plagiarism.  In cases of plagiarism, which involve the use 
of published or other’s written work without giving credit, an F will be awarded for the semester 
and the student’s name reported to the Dean of the College.  
 
CLASS ETIQUETTE: There will be NO Computers, Cell Phones, iPods, Electronic 
Tablets, or other electronic devices permitted in class, unless some device is required by a 
student to compensate for a medically documented disability.  
 
There is NO “extra credit” in this course. You are in college and responsibility for 
achievement is yours. I will be more than happy to assist you with drafts of essays and exam 
answers before they are due – you may choose to avail yourself of this opportunity to produce 
drafts or not, but once a grade is assigned, the book is closed. 
 
 This course will involve some very difficult reading. Do not become discouraged if first 
readings of the texts yield some degree of frustration and less-than-complete comprehension. It is 
crucial for students to read most if not all of the assignments more than once, though first 
readings should precede the class in which each text is to be discussed. Your success in this 
course depends in large part upon a willingness to come to class with questions and discuss 
them. Should you anticipate absences, be sure to talk with your professor to make sure you are 
properly following the progress of the course in your absence. 
 
Students will be expected to follow the lectures by reading the required texts. The 
following portions of these texts will be required reading: 
 
Plato: Meno (the entire dialogue) 
Aristotle: Physics Book II (p. 33-55 in Oxford Ed.) 
Descartes: Discourse on Method (the entire work) 
Hume: Enquiry (Sections 1-6, 8-10) 
Kant: Prolegomena Preface, Preamble, First and Second parts (p. 1-63 in Hackett Ed.) 
 
What follows below is a rough outline of readings to be covered on specific dates, 
and may be subject to some change depending upon our rate of progress, class discussion, 
and other factors. Once again, be sure to check regularly with the instructor and/or 
classmates if you miss class.  
 
 
Course Reading Schedule  
 
8/26:  Introduction and Plato’s Meno 
 
8/28-9/11: Plato’s Meno 
 
9/16-23: Aristotle’s Physics Book II 
 
9/25-10/7: Descartes’ Discourse  Parts 1-3 
 
10/9:  Fall Holiday 
 
10/14:  MID TERM EXAM 
 
10/16-30: Descartes’ Discourse Parts 4-6 
 
11/4-11/25: Hume’s An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding 
 
11/27:  Thanksgiving 
 
12/2-12/11: Kant’s Prolegomena  
 
 
 
